Normal variation of vertebral artery on CT angiography and its implications for diagnosis of acquired pathology.
CT angiography (CTA) is rapidly becoming a popular tool for the evaluation of cerebrovascular diseases. Noninvasive diagnosis of vertebral artery pathology using CTA relies in part on diminished vertebral artery size or eccentric position relative to the transverse foramen. However, normal variation of the vertebral artery on CT has not been systematically described. Patients younger than 40 years who underwent CTA for reasons other than evaluation of vertebral artery disease were studied. Area measurements of the vertebral artery and the transverse foramen were performed by three radiologists. Variance component analysis was performed. There is marked variation in the size of the vertebral artery relative to the transverse foramen, with the vertebral artery occupying 8-85% of the foramen. In many patients, marked asymmetry in relative vertebral artery size and position was observed. This asymmetry would often vary markedly from level to level within the same patient. Vertebral artery size and position in the transverse foramina vary markedly in normal young subjects. These normal variations must be considered when evaluating vertebral artery pathology on CT angiograms.